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Preface to the English Edition
This book, originally written in German, was first published by W. Kohlhammer 
Press in Stuttgart in 2014. A year later, the Nakladatelství Lidové noviny Press 
in Prague released an augmented and updated Czech edition. Both versions 
appeared just in time to participate in the extensive literary output marking 
the sexennial of Jan Hus’s death. Between 2013–16, several dozen book-length 
publications dealing with Hus—monographs, source editions, exhibition cat-
alogs, and even novels and comic books—have been published, both in and 
outside of the Czech Republic. This busy publishing schedule alone attests to 
the importance of Jan Hus in history and memory. Who was the man whose 
life found its tragic end at the stake on 6 July 1415? Of course, this entire book 
seeks to answer this question. However, it may be useful for many Anglophone 
readers to outline here the significance of Jan Hus in Czech history.
From the sixth century on, the historical lands of Bohemia and Moravia 
(also called the Czech Lands and forming, along with a small portion of 
Silesia, the territory of today’s Czech Republic) have been inhabited by the 
Czechs. The temperate climate of Central Europe and relative security in a 
basin surrounded by medium-height mountain ridges (up to 5,250 feet) offered 
the Slavic settlers favorable conditions. As the westernmost Slavic nation, 
the Czechs like to think of themselves as sitting in the heart of Europe and 
bridging the East and West. At any rate, their proximity to German-speaking 
areas led to long-term cultural and material exchanges, processes acceler-
ated in the thirteenth century by large-scale German immigration into the 
Czech Lands, connected with a massive urbanization. In the ninth century, 
despite the Slavic-Byzantine mission of 863, the Czechs accepted the western 
(Roman) rite of Christianity. As a result, they shared in the fate of the Latin 
Church, which included the schisms and reforms of the Late Middle Ages. 
By that time Bohemia, originally a duchy, had become a kingdom (perma-
nently from 1212 on), forming a politically important part of the Holy Roman 
Empire. In the mid-fourteenth century, the King of Bohemia—Charles IV of 
House Luxembourg—ascended to the imperial dignity, and Bohemia’s capital, 
Prague, became the center of the Empire. Charles University, the oldest in 
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Central and Eastern Europe (1348), was just one indicator of the cultural and 
political rise of the Bohemian Kingdom.
All these factors played greater or lesser roles in the story of Jan Hus 
and Hussitism. The preacher, intellectual, and Church reformer strove to find 
remedies for the problems of his age, with the decline of Church life among the 
most pressing. Hus’s influence, even after his execution, was strong enough to 
trigger a protest movement that developed into an open uprising (the Hussite 
Revolution), giving birth to a distinct ecclesiastic structure (the so-called 
Utraquists, often seen as part of the Bohemian Reformation). Hus’s motiva-
tion was undoubtedly religious, yet the controversies that unfolded during and 
after his lifetime were also fed by national tensions (most Germans belonged 
to Hus’s opponents) and various sociopolitical interests (of nobles, burghers, 
and rulers). As a consequence, the figure of Jan Hus remained highly relevant 
for various agendas long after his death.
Although this book argues that Hus was an important figure of his time, 
and is among the central figures for anyone who wants to understand the 
Late Middle Ages, his significance in subsequent centuries cannot be denied. 
The sixteenth-century Reformations—Lutheran, and to some extent even 
Calvinist—diversified the religious landscape in the “kingdom of dual-faith” 
(i.e., Hussite and Catholic) even more. In 1526, the Crown of Bohemia became 
part of the Habsburg realm. A century later, the Habsburg counterreforma-
tion eliminated non-Catholics from the Czech Lands for the next 160 years. 
Though Enlightened Absolutism introduced a limited religious toleration, its 
centralizing processes caused a considerable Germanization of high culture 
and politics. In reaction, Czech patriots mobilized and sparked a remarkable 
revival of Czech language and culture around 1800. Nationalistic sentiments 
and Czech-German/Austrian antagonism shaped the entire nineteenth century, 
yet it was not until its second half that the Hussites became an important 
point of reference for Czech society. The Hussite revival was somewhat par-
adoxical; even after full religious toleration was introduced in the 1860s, the 
vast majority of the Czechs (95 percent) remained Catholic. Nevertheless, 
the Hussites (and the Protestant concept of Czech history) enjoyed great, and 
almost uncontested, popularity. The Hussites were seen as champions of the 
national cause rather than religious enthusiasts. After the establishment of 
the Czechoslovak Republic in 1918, the veneration of the Hussites continued 
and—with an emphasis shifted to social revolution—survived well into the 
times of communist totalitarianism (1948–89). 
Contemporary Czech society is not religious. Only one-fifth of the 
population declared themselves to be believers in the census of 2011, and 
10 percent claimed allegiance to the Roman Catholic Church. The second and 
third largest churches are the Evangelical Church of the Czech Brethren and 
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the Czechoslovak Hussite Church, both claiming Hus among their spiritual 
fathers; their combined membership amounted to 1 percent in 2011. (It should 
be noted that 45 percent of respondents did not answer the question about reli-
gion. A telling indicator is that three out of five Czechs claimed no religion in 
2001, while only 9 percent remained silent.) If Hus and the Hussites still attract 
the attention of the general public, the reasons lay beyond religion, and—
with a few extreme exceptions—beyond nationalism, too. The phenomenon 
of Hussitism is perceived as historically important, and the prevailing view 
of Jan Hus is that of a virtuous, moral man, who chose death over betraying 
his conscience. 
While the long tradition remembering Hus ensures the object of this book 
its relevance, the following pages want to reduce Jan Hus to his proper, orig-
inal environs—the late medieval Church. Before various aspects of Hus’s 
career will be discussed, a note on terminology might be appropriate. The 
followers of Jan Hus are generally called Hussites. This term, in multiple 
Latin variants, emerged in the last years of Hus’s life, and was coined by his 
opponents. At the time, it was a label from the outside, and was never used 
by the Hussites themselves. In today’s scholarly discourse, however, it is a 
perfectly neutral, descriptive term. Most historians use it for the group of re-
ligious dissidents in Bohemia and Moravia who remained faithful to Hus after 
his condemnation, faced repression, and repelled the crusaders’ attacks in the 
1420s. Speaking of Hussites during Hus’s life, as this book does, is perhaps 
a less usual usage. It reflects the fact that a group of followers began to form 
around Hus already during his life. Naturally, they did not turn into “Hussites” 
in 1415. I use this term especially for such phenomena contemporary to Hus 
that remained relevant for Hussitism in later phases as well, like the “Hussite 
media campaign.” The term Utraquism is also a modern one. It refers to the 
liturgical practice of giving communion to laypeople in both kinds (Latin: 
sub utraque specie), that is, in the form of the host and the wine from the 
chalice. This old Christian practice, abandoned by the Roman Church in the 
thirteenth century, was restored by Jakoubek of Stříbro in 1414 and adopted by 
the Hussites without any involvement from Jan Hus. In a more general sense, 
the term is used for the moderate Hussite wing, especially after 1436, when 
the building of the Utraquist Church began. Most of the radical currents in 
Hussitism, however, also gave communion in both kinds. The chalice and the 
reverence of Jan Hus were the most distinctive markers shared by all groups 
within Hussitism.
The present English edition of this book is based on the Czech text, 
translated from German by myself. The footnotes have been completely re-
worked, although references have been limited to the most relevant sources. 
Concerning the key events, I refer to Václav Novotný’s two volumes as the 
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most comprehensive scholarly work on Hus, and to Matthew Spinka’s book 
as the standard, chronologically organized biography in English. References 
to primary sources and to specialized studies are provided throughout the 
book; the numerous standard works and biographies of Jan Hus are not cited 
at each individual occasion. Where applicable, references have been changed 
to English versions, and to the most recent source editions that have appeared 
since the publication of the German edition. Occasional errors, discovered 
over further study, or pointed out by reviewers, have been corrected. Chapter 2 
was written at the request of the Czech publisher and is not included in the 
German edition.
I would like to thank people who contributed significantly to the pub-
lication of this translation: Howard Louthan, who first suggested preparing 
an English edition of this book during a seminar at the Center for Austrian 
Studies in 2016 and later coordinated the editing process; Joan Boychuk and 
Ivana Horacek, who translated the text from Czech; the reviewers of this and 
the previous editions, whose comments helped improve many details; and 
Michael Van Dussen, who, as always, offered invaluable help and advice.
This English edition is a result of the cooperation between the Centre 
for Medieval Studies at the Institute of Philosophy of the Czech Academy of 
Sciences, and the Center for Austrian Studies at the University of Minnesota. 
The Czech Academy supported the translation with a grant within its “Strategy 
AV21” scheme.
Abbreviations
CCCM  Corpus christianorum. Continuatio mediaevalis
De ecclesia Mistr Jan Hus, Tractatus de ecclesia
Documenta Documenta Mag. Joannis Hus vitam, doctrinam, 
causam illustrantia
FRB Fontes rerum Bohemicarum
H&M  Historia et monumenta
Hardt Magnum oecumenicum Constantiense concilium
Korespondence M. Jana Husi Korespondence a dokumenty
MIHOO  Magistri Iohannis Hus Opera omnia

Chapter 1
Introduction: The Defendant at Constance
On Wednesday, 28 November 1414, after spending more than three weeks in 
the town of Constance where the Church Council had been convened, Master 
Jan Hus received an important visit. The bishops of Trent and of Augsburg 
arrived as ambassadors on behalf of the College of Cardinals, accompanied 
by the burgomaster of Constance and others. Sir John of Chlum, the master’s 
loyal guide and protector, accepted them with some suspicion. He reminded 
the visitors that Hus had arrived in Constance under the protection of King 
Sigismund, and warned them against any wrongdoing against the king’s will. 
As the prelates began to explain their intentions, Jan Hus arose from the 
table, revealing his identity to the bishops who had not yet recognized him, 
and proclaimed:
I did not come here to merely see the cardinals nor have I ever desired to 
speak with them in private; but I have come to address the whole Council 
where I will say whatever God grants me to say and answer whatever 
I shall be asked. Nonetheless, at the request of the Eminent Cardinals I 
am ready to come to them at once; and should I be questioned about any 
matter, I hope that I may choose death rather than deny the truth, which 
I have learned from the Scriptures or otherwise.1
Hus professed similar views on numerous occasions while in Constance; in 
the end, his words proved true, as he indeed chose death. 
The bishops then led Hus into the pope’s palace, where the cardinals ad-
dressed him as follows: “Master John, there is much strange talk about you. 
It is said that you hold many errors and that you have disseminated them in 
the Kingdom of Bohemia.” Hus answered the accusation in the same manner 
as he addressed the bishops earlier: “Most revered Father, be it known to You 
that I would rather die than hold a single error. For indeed, I have come freely 
to this sacred Council.”2 After the meeting, Hus was placed under guard until 
late in the evening. Later, in the middle of the night, he was taken to the house 
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of the cantor of Constance Cathedral, where he was held captive for a week. 
Later he was imprisoned at a Dominican monastery on the shores of Lake 
Constance. After Pope John XXIII’s secret flight from Constance on 25 March 
1415, Hus was transferred to the custody of the archbishop of Constance who 
kept him captive at Gottlieben Castle on the River Rhine. At the beginning of 
June he was taken back to the city and imprisoned at the Franciscan convent 
for questioning until his conviction and execution.
On the day of Hus’s capture, Sir John complained to Pope John XXIII on 
Hus’s behalf. Later he made his protest to the cardinals as well, but without 
a positive outcome. Even a proclamation that publicly acknowledged all the 
facts surrounding Hus’s unjust capture, which he hung on the gates of the city 
cathedral and other churches in Constance, had no effect. The proclamation 
John of Chlum put forth read:
Master [Jan] Hus, bachelor formatus of sacred theology, under the 
safe-conduct and protection of the most illustrious prince and lord, 
Lord Sigismund [. . .] came to Constance to render full account for his 
faith in a public hearing to anyone demanding it. The above mentioned 
Master [Jan], in this imperial city, under the safe-conduct of the said 
my lord, king of the Romans and of Hungary, was detained and is kept 
detained.3 
In the proclamation Sir John addressed Hus formally, using the title bachelor 
of theology—his highest title—while keeping silent about the fact that Hus 
was still the rector of the Bethlehem Chapel in Prague, and as such held 
extraordinary respect in the role of a preacher. Hus’s capture in Constance 
unambiguously signaled his downfall and sealed the path to a tragic end.4 
Yet seven years prior to his execution, he enjoyed the support of the Royal 
Court and the friendship of the archbishop of Prague. He was then already 
preoccupied with deliberations on how to repair the reputation of the Church, 
which had been damaged by the Papal Schism and the undignified lifestyle 
of its clerics. Similar concerns troubled the majority of the fathers present at 
the Council of Constance, who even criticized the improprieties and offenses 
of the Church themselves, and called for rectification. The members of the 
Council of Constance tasked themselves with restoring the unity of the Latin 
Church and purging it of all abuses and indecencies. The well-attended 
international gathering represented probably the most serious attempt at 
Church reform in the fifteenth century.5 Why, then, did Hus’s ideas about 
the necessary reforms stand in such sharp contrast to the reformism of the 
majority of Catholic theologians, so much so that they felt compelled to burn 
him at the stake?
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This is not an easy issue to resolve. While in Constance, Hus was accused 
of a whole series of crimes. The charges against him were already accumu-
lating as early as 1408. But can the allegations themselves shed light upon 
Hus’s untimely demise? It is insufficient to simply seek answers within the 
text of the final judgment, the genesis of which will preoccupy the chapters 
that follow. From the historian’s point of view, however, investigation of the 
trial proceedings alone will not provide the necessary answers to resolve the 
question posed above. Other sources may shed additional light on the grounds 
for Hus’s conviction and reveal reasons for his condemnation, which the judges 
may have concealed, or of which they may not themselves have been aware. 
What is it that so provoked the Church authorities and secular representatives? 
Moreover, what was it about Jan Hus and his teaching that was so dangerous 
to warrant his annihilation? In order to adequately elucidate the demise of this 
renowned late medieval preacher and university scholar, one must investigate 
the society in which he lived, the society’s understanding of the world, and its 
internal tensions and biases. 
This book examines Jan Hus and his career at the juncture of late medie-
val political conflicts, and deals only briefly with his “second life.” During the 
fifteenth century, Hus was an emblematic figure for the Utraquists. Later, he 
was the antagonist in a baroque legend who defiled Czech orthodoxy. In the 
nineteenth century Hus served as an integrative symbol of the Czech National 
Revival. A little later, at the hands of leftist historians, Hus became a fighter for 
social justice. Finally, for the Evangelical churches, not only in Bohemia but 
also abroad, he is a significant predecessor (or cocreator) of the Reformation. 
In a recent monograph, Hus’s posthumous glory takes up a good 40 percent 
of the text.6 It is therefore clear that the recollection of Hus’s “second life” is a 
separate topic in itself, one that this book will only lightly outline.
Although the last chapter addresses the relationship between Jan Hus and 
the German Reformation, my intention is not to portray the Czech reformer 
as a predecessor of Martin Luther. This book argues that the history of the 
Reformation begins with Hussitism in the fifteenth century. The comparison 
with the “classic” Reformation is intended to ameliorate our appreciation of 
Hus’s importance for the development of Czech society in the fifteenth cen-
tury. The fact that over the course of the first half of the fifteenth century 
the Utraquist Church evolved into a particular variant of the new reformed 
church does not preclude that Hus himself wanted to embark on such a path. 
However, for Hus and his followers, a break with the Roman Catholic Church 
was an inevitable component of their concept of reform. And it is precisely 
these impulses that led to the formation of the Hussites as a group distancing 
themselves from the Catholic Church that are the focus of discussion in the 
following chapters.
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Hus is thus taken up as a figure within his own time, emerging from both 
the specific circumstances in Luxembourg Bohemia and from the broader 
context of the developing Western Church during the time of the Great Schism. 
In the text that follows, rather than including a separate introduction on the 
history and culture of the Late Middle Ages, each chapter takes up the broader 
historical associations. Hus’s distinctiveness and the ways in which he was 
embedded in late medieval culture can only be determined on the basis of com-
parison with his European contemporaries and Czech forerunners. Therefore, 
in order to illustrate the historical figure of Hus, concurrent comparisons to 
other fifteenth-century ecclesiastical and university figures are included. 
Retrospective in nature, the present biography interrogates the roots of 
the issues and controversies that pushed Hus to his limits. It recounts Hus’s 
successes and his demise, how he gained notoriety and created a circle of fol-
lowers, why this attracted the attention of the Church authorities, and why the 
Church finally found it necessary to eliminate him. Although it is Hus’s death 
that serves as the basis of our inquiry, I do not agree with the opinion that Hus’s 
historical significance lies only in the fact that he was burned at the stake, and 
then was variously used and misused by history.7 Jan Hus was a publicly active 
and energetic scholar, and as such he must not only be of interest to scholars 
in death, but especially in life and through his deeds. From a historical point 
of view, as a significant actor and sometimes even the instigator of key events, 
Hus would be an attractive figure of study without the reformation, revolution, 
and national revival that were instigated in his name. 
In this book, the figure of Jan Hus is primarily taken up as a well-docu-
mented medieval intellectual and a publicly engaged professor who gets into 
serious problems due to his popularity. It is Hus’s conflicts and controversies 
that have left the most noteworthy traces in historical sources. Owing to these 
disputes and to his posthumous fame, we have an infinitely deeper knowledge 
about Hus than about any of his contemporaries. What is more, no other Czech 
medieval author has left behind such an extensive and preserved body of work; 
Hus’s surviving correspondence is equally unique. Reports and documents 
that implicate him should also be added to the body of evidence. The many 
surviving documents provide insight into the world of the medieval scholar, 
something that would be impossible with any other contemporary figure.
This book includes a relatively wide scope devoted to the public activi-
ties of Hus, particularly the responses to his sermons and the emergence of a 
group of followers. As with any historical undertaking, the thematic focus of 
this piece is influenced by the experiences of the contemporary world. Hus’s 
image always corresponded and answered to the needs of the times inhab-
ited by those who studied him. If today we are experiencing how political, 
civic, and social movements are organized through digital communications 
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networks and social media, it is no wonder that the social impact of communi-
cative behavior becomes a relevant topic of cultural-historical studies. For the 
purpose of the present book, however, this of course does not imply that we 
should create anachronistic parallels between the time of Hus and the present 
time. Rather, the focus on communication and group formation is an attempt 
to make Hus’s story relevant for the readers of today. 
The subsequent two chapters give a concise overview of the historiogra-
phy and of Jan Hus’s life. Each of the chapters that follow begins with a major 
event in the life of Hus. While these events form the chronological axis of the 
book, the problem-structured interpretation always takes into account addi-
tional testimonials from other phases of Hus’s life. A question is then posed 
at the end of each chapter that addresses the significance of a phenomenon or 
event in Hus’s life and whether it contributed to his conviction. In this way, 
Hus as defendant and, later, convict at Constance always stands at the center 
of this account.
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